Odessa: Counter-Idyll
nurses and patients alike: I used to wonder at first why so many
of the nightgowns had the strings about the neck left tied but
one of them always torn away. Then I observed that when they
took them off, they would never go to the trouble of untying
the knot, but always simply rip them open. What the nurses
did best was amuse the children, reading to them, telling them
stories and acting out little plays. They had for themselves,
the nurses, two principal sources of diversion: a shabby geranium
plant, which they would water from time to time, but which
never flowered j and an old volume of Lermontov, containing
"A Hero of Our Time," which they would read in moments
of leisure, each one, apparently, taking it up where the last
one had left it off.         _________
The Head Nurse was quite a different matter. She was a
much more energetic and positive person, and she was also much
bulkier and taller. She looked a little like the Ugly Duchess,
but her expression of haughtiness or indignation would melt into
tenderness or humor at the slightest solicitation. She had that
peculiarly Russian ready humanity, which, where there is a will
to give it power, becomes heroic 5 and she worked exceedingly
hard, wrestling with the hospital arrangements, seeing to it
that the nurses gave the treatments on time and did not lose
the records, banging the hands of the neophytes when they
tried to fool with the surgical instruments, and when she had
nothing else to do, reading to the children herself. One day she
showed me her Communist card and told me that she had for-
merly done more active work, but that her heart was bad and
that they had put her here where the work was not so exhaust-
ing.
And as I gradually came to learn in the hospital who were
and who were not Communists, I got a much clearer notion
than I had had before of the relations between the Communists